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The Turkey
by Carl Hansen
translated by David lversen 1
The church bells did not chime in Rainesville, for there was no church.
But there was a schoolhouse, and in it, the Danish and Norwegian church folk gathered twice a month to hear a Norwegian pastor,
who in half an hour taught his parishioners about predestination, free
will, and the Missouri Synod's infallibility.
But it was still Christmas Eve, even if the church bells did not
chime. And if there was anyone who doubted it, they could just stick
their noses inside Jens Larsen's door to be convinced.
Jens Larsen himself sat in the rocking chair, wearing a clean, redstriped wool shirt, and the "new jacket" lay on the bed.
The new jacket was in fact eleven years old and made of the best
kind of homespun material.
All the children - there were seven of them - had clean noses and
had washed their necks and behind their ears, and the youngest had
clean pillowcases in its cradle.
Jens Larsen's large, broad, angular wife, Kirstine, stood by the
cookstove, where a pot of potatoes boiled with a mumbling splashing .
Inside the oven stood a large frying pan, and in it lay a huge,
stuffed turkey, which fried in its own fat.
There was festivity in the room, for it was the first time Jens Larsen
and his family surrendered themselves to such intense gluttony as
eating a turkey.
For quite a few years, they had toiled in poverty at home in Denmark. Jens Larsen worked for farmers in his youth, and when he
married Kirstine, he moved into a small house on ten acres of land,
saddled with some debts and a sizable retirement obligation to
Kirstine' s mother.
In the beginning, they toiled without absolute hunger or need,
and when the old one finally died, things began to look brighter. But
then Jens Larsen fell ill - not exactly confined to bed, but he was ailing, and an agonizing pain in his loin hindered him in his work.
Kirstine had to take over. She was accustomed to working in the
house and the garden and to lending a hand at haying and harvest
times, but now she had to turn over the housework and the house55

hold puttering to her husband and the older children, while she herself took care of the fieldwork and- when the opportunity arose earned a day's wages by helping with the wash on the larger farms.
She was warmhearted and generous toward all people she was
fond of, but she had always been edgy and had a gruff manner. And
all the activity outside of the home made her even more curt and edgy
in her manner, whereas the fact that she seldom had the opportunity
to see her husband and her children more than a few hours in an
entire week increased her love for them, and her rough, rude solicitude often showed itself in a peculiar way.
One evening, she came home after an exhausting harvest day at
one of the neighbors and found her husband cutting clover for the
cows. It caused him obvious difficulty to twist himself while he guided
the scythe through the thick grass, and when he had reached the end
of the swath and wanted to straighten up in order to sharpen the
scythe, one could actually see that his back was in pain.
Kirstine straddled the road ditch and went over to him. "What
are you doing, Jens!" she said, "you know very well you cannot use a
scythe. Get up now, you wretch, and come home with me."
"Yes, but it was just the cows, Kirstine," he whimpered, "surely
they should have some grass."
"The overfed cows won't complain if they wait half an hour," she
said and went straight home with quick, firm steps, while her husband, trembling and stiff-legged, came behind.
Outside the house, she met the oldest child, a daughter, who
strolled about with a younger sister in hand.
"Let go of Ellen and clear out after the grass your father has cut,
and do not go and drag it behind you," she said, then took the little
one and hugged her but immediately set her aside again.
"Corne here and let me wipe your nose, you little pig," she said
and carried out the much-needed cleaning with a comer of her apron.
Her husband reached them, and as he held one hand on his bad
back, he searched his pants pocket with the other.
"What are you standing there searching for in your pocket?" asked
Kirstine.
"It was just that letter from your brother Lars in America," said
Jens Larsen. "He has really come into some wealth after all."
"The lazy good-for-nothing," said Kirstine, "has he become rich?
He was so bone-idle before that he barely felt like lying down when
he stood and leaned against a gatepost. And what can have helped
him to get on, for he never got completely through the history of the
Bible, and in math he never got past division."
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"Yes, he has now become something great at any rate, for he himself writes that he travels with something called a manevre through
the whole city of Chicago ."
Kirstine sat down by the window and read the letter, after which
the whole family went to bed.
But Jens lay awake a long time. The letter from America had given
his thoughts a jolt. One time, he turned toward Kristine and asked,
"How much is a dollar?"
"What?" said his wife, half asleep.
"A dollar. Your brother writes, you see, that he earns five-andtwenty of that kind every month ."
"How should I know?" answered Kirstine somewhat crossly. "It
certainly does not concern us."
But the next morning, when the schoolteacher went on his morning walk, Jens got his desired explanation.
"Three crowns and eighty!" he thought. "Yes, it must be a lie that
Lars writes. There are certainly no people besides landowners and
crown bailiffs who earn so much money."
His mind gradually became morbidly occupied by America. He
thought only about America and did not care to talk about anything
else.
"Why does it concern us what they do over there, or how much
they earn, or how they have it," said Kirstine, time and time again,
but Jens persisted.
"One evening, he said casually in passing, "Say, Kirstine, don't
you think that we should travel over there?"
"Over where?"
"To America, naturally."
She nearly dropped the child, which she was about to undress. So
that was why he was always talking nonsense about that country . He
had caught America fever.
"No, we shall not, Jens," she said. "I cannot understand what you
are thinking about, when you cannot even stand to walk down to
Lars Nielsen 's. You would be complaining before we were halfway
there."
"No," answered her husband eagerly, "no, that is not at all certain. Oftentimes, people improve when they sail over the big water .
The doctor says that tuberculosis can be cured by such a sailing trip."
"Yes, but your chest pains are in your back, " said Kirstine dryly.
But the fantasies about the unknown land began to plague Jens
Larsen. He speculated day and night and became more ill than he
usually was . He lay down almost more than he was up and about.
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Things were not very good with Kirstine either. She had been
born in that house, had never worked outside the village, and a trip
to America seemed to her just as fantastic as a balloon trip to Jupiter
or a train trip to the North Pole. She knew every child and every animal within one square mile, and even if it was only a suckling calf,
she took an interest in it. But she understood that Jens would literally
die of longing if nothing were done. Therefore, one morning, while
her husband still slept, she fetched the ink bottle down from the shelf.
It was difficult to find because it had not been used for many years.
The pen was also hard to find and full of rust. She would rather have
washed clothes all day than write a letter. But when the preparations
were finally done, she sat down at the table and wrote:
Dear Lars,
We have received your letter and see thereby that things
are going well for you and that things are not going well for
us because my husband he wants to go to Amerikka and I
do not want to but then he may otherwise become more ill
and perhaps not live longer otherwise . And now you must
write the truth without parables and crookedness so we can
sell the house to Lars Presen because that lies in his way. But
it should be about farming because we are not fit for any
finer occupation. So I will close for this time with many greetings from
Your loving sister
Kirstine Larsen
No other answer came to this letter than a bundle of NorwegianAmerican newspapers, followed by one every week. And more than
that was not really needed .
Jens studied these newspapers, especially the land agents' advertisements, and he believed every single word and gradually became a kind of authority when talk concerned America.
"Yeah, it is a strange land," he said one day to an old, lame shoemaker who came by, "it is a strange land. There is a state, which they
call Visconsin, it is certainly half as large as all of Sjrelland, and there
is a city, which is called Iova, Heaven preserve us, such a city! There
the President lives, whom they throw out every fourth year by means
of free elections, which are not hindered by provisional laws or other
repressions."
Kirstine resisted as long as she could. She shuddered at the
thought of the huge ocean. The biggest body of water she had ever
seen was a duck pond.
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But eventually, she gave in, out of fear for her husband's life.
And a strange thing happened. When they came out, upon the
Atlantic Ocean, the ill man became almost completely healthy. And
when he walked about and lent a helping hand to the children and
brought his wife a bit of fresh water, he mumbled, "It is just as I said,
I<irstine. Sea air is good for tuberculosis."
The agent who had told the greatest lies in the biggest print was
the one who sold land in South Dakota, and that was the destination
on their tickets. The agent earned enough for quite a few extravagant
advertisements when he sold Jens Larsen a piece of rugged but fertile land in a Norwegian settlement.
And Jens stayed healthy . He and I<irstine and the children got
down to work as in the old days at home, toiling early and late, while
they saved where they could.
As a result, not very many years went by before they became
well-to-do folk.
Kirstine picked up surprisingly quickly a kind of American-Norwegian-Danish language. For example, one day she said to her daughter, "Yump ud i yarden og jag det dirty swine tilbage i pennen, so you
are a good jente"
Poultry was an important source of income, and Jens Larsen usually earned a tidy sum on turkeys for Thanksgiving and Christmas.
This year, the flock of turkeys was uncommonly successful.
There was one in particular that assumed a position of authority.
It was always the first on the spot in the morning, when the poultry
were fed. It was afraid of nothing. It stuck its head down in the milk
pail and took a gulp of milk, fresh from the cow. It jumped into the
pen of the large sow and gorged itself on softened barley. It went for
long walks, out in the cornfield. And the result was that it became
bigger and heavier than any other turkey anyone had seen in those
parts.
I<irstine noticed it one day and said, "Dat one vi keep, og vi killer
him to Christmas, dat fat devil."
On Christmas Eve, there was a huge turkey roasting in Kirstine
Larsen's oven.
"Yeah, think of it, Mother," said Jens Larsen. "I was at the harvest festival at Komdrup many years ago, and at that time, I saw the
cook drag such a huge terki -we called it a kalkon then - into the main
house, but I never thought then that I should ever get a chance to
taste one."
Kirstine took the bird out of the oven.
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"Spring out til staburet and get me en fork," she said to one of
the girls. And when the fork was brought, she began to carve.
"My goodness, for alt det fedt!" she said.
"Can you remember him, the tenant at Frydendal, stout
Hermansen? He always said that a goose was a bad bird because
there was too much for one person and too little for two," Jens said
and laughed.
The meal continued in silence. Only once did the mother say to
one of the daughters, "You slurve! Kan du stop to spilde gravy down
yer dress?"
Through the united efforts of nine larger and smaller people, they
managed to reduce the famous turkey to a few leftovers, which could
serve for a snack on Christmas morning.
Little by little, the children searched around in the loft and in the
comers where their beds stood.
Jens yawned and began to undress.
"America is simply," he said, searching for a powerful expression of his enthusiasm for a country that provides its citizens with
roast turkeys," America is simply" -he looked at Kirstine - "yeah, I
say, America is simply a nice country!"
Then he went to bed.
But Kirstine turned away from the table and toward the window.
She looked out over the prairie. Snow lay over the hills, and a thick
layer of hoarfrost covered the roof of the barn. She stood a long time
with her arms folded.
Was she thinking about America, with its delicious turkeys, or
about the humble home on the other side of the sea?

Originally published as Carl Hansen "Kalkunen," Landsmamd:Fortrellinger
(Cedar Falls, Iowa: Dansk boghandels forlag, 1908), 20-28.
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